1742 and eightpence in 1796. Mutton was threehalfpence a pound in 1742 and sevenpence in 1796. Three chickens could be bought for eightpence in 1742 but cost four shillings and sixpence in 1800.
Poverty in this period, especially in the latter half, appears to have been regarded as an inevitable accompaniment of the social order. 'Poverty' wrote Colquhoun (1806) , the eminent London sociologist and magistrate, 'is the state of every one who must labour for subsistence.' Collective public responsibility for the destitute has been recognized since the Poor Law was initiated in 1601. The extent of the poor rate levied on householders at any time has, since then, been an accepted measure of poverty and has also served, by its sudden increase from time to time, to focus attention on the situation. Between the beginning and the end of the century, while the population of the country had doubled, public money spent on poor relief (one million pounds in 1710) was more than quadrupled.
Until the Poor Law Act of 1834 there is no specific reference in legislation to any general system of medical relief for the poor. This absence of prescribed provision in early statutes is apparently due to the reliance placed on medical services provided by private voluntary associations and philanthropic benevolence. It is not until 1867, with the passing of the Metropolitan Poor Act, that sick asylums and dispensaries for the poor are first directly provided by the legislature in a system of medical relief, and even then it applied only to London.
Nevertheless there is evidence in overseers" accounts during the eighteenth century, and even earlier, of payments made to apothecaries and surgeons for medical treatment to sick paupers. Thus we find in the accounts of the overseers of the Parish of Ealing the following entries: ' Bethlem for lunatics and two 'out-houses' of St Bartholomew's for 'foul diseases', one for women in Kingsland Road, Shoreditch and one for men, 'The Lock', in Old Kent Road. It was while riding to the latter that Percival Pott broke his leg, sustaining the fracture named after him.
In 1714 John Bellers, a member of the Society of Friends, advocated the erection of hospitals for the sick poor. He helped to found 'The Westminster Society' to raise funds, to provide the sick with food and physic duringillness, to procure advice of physicians and the assistance ofsurgeons and nurses, to supply lying-in women with lodging and attendance, to visit and relieve sick prisoners, to obtain the services of parsons to visit, tend and comfort the sick and destitute.
The Society's funds were exhausted in a few months but, undaunted, Henry Hoare and his fellow enthusiasts founded the Westminster Infirmary in 1720 for the free treatment of sick poor.
A dissident group of the medical staff of this Infirmary broke away in 1733 to establish St George's Hospital at Hyde Park Corner.
Medicine and Medical Men ofthe Times During the first half of the century burials in London exceeded christenings in the proportion of three to two; during the second fifty years this excess of deaths diminished steadily, mainly by a fall in infant mortality. The drop may be attributed to fewer deaths from measles and summer diarrhoea. Other prevailing serious diseases were influenza, phthisis, smallpox, 'fevers' including typhus, and dropsy. Only right at the end of the century did vaccination begin to exert any influence.
Among the eminent medical men of the eighteenth century must be reckoned the Hunters, William and John, and their nephew Matthew Baillie the morbid anatomist; William Heberden, who first described chicken pox (1768), angina pectoris, nyctalopia and the osteophytes of arthritic fingers; John Fothergill, the Quaker philanthropist, who gave us the first description of diphtheria (1748) and offacial neuralgia (1773); John Coakley Lettsom, who organized the Medical Society of London (1773); John Huxham, who wrote an 'Essay on Fevers' (1755) and first described diphtheritic paralysis; James Lind, the naval surgeon famous for his 'Treatise on Scurvy' (1753); Richard Mead, medical authoritarian of the day, physician to George II, and responsible for the introduction of quarantine regulations against plague. Edward Jenner published his 'Inquiry into the Causes and Effects of the Variolk Vaccine' in 1798 and Sir John Pringle, his 'Observations on the Diseases of the Army' in 1753.
Medical training was by apprenticeship to an apothecary or for seven years to a surgeon. Teaching at hospitals was limited, but private anatomy schools existed and physicians, obstetricians and surgeons taught at medical dispensaries and in their own homes. The student who completed his course of teaching then presented himself to the Surgeons' Company or to the Apothecaries' Society for examination and if the examiners were satisfied he was granted a diploma. If he failed the examinations, he could go to the provinces and practise without a diploma.
To practise as a physician in London the candidate normally had to be a university graduate and submit himself to the College of Physicians' examination for licentiate. Holders of the Doctor-ate in medicine of the University of Oxford or of Canmbridge were exempted from taking the college licentiate examination and only these graduates could become Fellows of the College. Of the therapeutics of the time the more active included antimony, peruvian bark, purging, cupping, bleeding and a range cf often inactive plant extracts.
'The London Practice of Physic' (1779) comments: 'Dr Mead lays it down as a rule, that all fevers require bleeding in the beginning; but instances daily occur where great mischief arises from this practice.' The author offers instead, 'drinks of London porter, powdered Peruvian bark, infusion of orange peel or chamomile flowers, together with the use of chalybeate waters, gentle exercise and a mild nourishing diet'.
For asthma, assafoetida with elixir paregoricand squills is recommended. In whooping cough the remedies advised are -'cupping between the neck and shoulders, -oxymel vomits should be given, and repeated. A strong solution of millipedes seldom fails of being very useful'.
The Dispensary Movement
In his 'Remarks on the situation of the poor in the Metropolis' T A Murray (1801) On November 20, 1696, at a meeting at the College of Physicians at Warwick Lane, a letter -was read from the Common Council of the City of London drawing the College's attention to the pressing need for medical services for the sick poor in London. A plan had been put forward in 1675 to provide a dispensary at the College where two physicians would attend daily to provide free medical advice to the sick poor. The Society of Apothecaries was approached to provide any medicines prescribed at charges which the poor could meet but no agreement was reached. In 1687 the College of Physicians declared that all members of the College (that is Fellows, Candidates and Licentiates) would give free medical advice to poor persons within the City and seven miles around, but no definite times or places were named and no apparent arrangements were proposed to supply drugs. In 1696 the College committee, considering the plea of the City Fathers, decided by a narrow majority to provide a repository of medicines out of which the poor would be supplied at cost price. Each physician on the committee agreed to contribute ten pounds to start the scheme.
A In 1769 Dr George Armstrong, author of 'A full view of all the diseases incident to children', opened a dispensary for sick children of the poor at No. 7 Red Lion Square, Holborn. Later the same year it moved to nearby East Street. The dispensary was well received by the profession and much used by the public. In 1772 Armstrong wrote 'This charity has now been 3 years on foot, during which time medicines and advice have been administered gratis and without letters of recommendation to about 3,300 children of necessitous parents'. He personally bore most of the expense of running the dispensary in its early years. In 1772 it moved to Soho Square. In addition to prescribing for the sick children, at the dispensary, Dr Armstrong made it his business to educate the parents on diet, hygiene, clothing and cleanliness. The dispensary supporters weakened, detractors pressed, and the charity closed in 1781.
Next came the General Dispensary, Aldersgate Street (Fig 1) . 'A few benevolent gentlemen who form a little society or club first concerted this useful inistitution by whose influence the num-ber of subscribers towards its establishment in the year 1770 amounted to about 100 when a physician (Dr Nathaniel Hulme) was chosen.' So wrote Dr John Coakley Lettsom, second physician to the Institution, in his book 'Medical Memoirs of the General Dispensary in London'.
This was the first of the well established, well staffed, successful dispensaries which set a pattern to be followed closely and widely in London and in the provinces. It provided outpatient treatment and home visiting for sick adults and children. Its management was efficient and stable. The premises at 36 Aldersgate Street had earlier been the home of the City of London Lying-in Hospital and before that, as 'Dorchester House', had been built for the Marquis of Dorchester; it was, between these times, the town house of Lord Shaftesbury. Dr James Sims was a physician to the dispensary. He had clung to the Presidency of the Medical Society of London for so long (22 years) that a large group of its Fellows broke away and formed the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London, which later became the Royal Society of Medicine.
Sims was also Physician to the Surrey Dispensary. Lettsom in his 'Medical Memoirs' of the dispensary gives a detailed account of how it was managedas a guide to others who might contemplate setting up similar institutionsand an insight into the home conditions ofhis patients. ' During the last year' he writes, 'I have attended nearly 1,700 poor persons, into many of whose habitations I have entered and been conversant with their sufferings. Sometimes indeed, by successive attacks of illness, they are incapable of procuring the common necessaries of life; they have literally wanted bread, as well as cloaths.' He also showed the professional advantage of being physician to a dispensary, in his remark 'By my election to the General Dispensary, a more extensive field of practice afforded me daily opportunities of ascertaining the doubts and clearing up the difficulties under which I had laboured'.
After this successful start, dispensaries sprang up all over London. The Westminster General Dispensary (Fig 2) fifteen between 1770 and 1792.
By 1802 dispensaries in London were serving 50,000 poor patients annually over an area of 50 square miles round the City. Most of the dispensaries made special provision for smallpox inoculation and later, vaccination. Edward Jenner was Superintendent of vaccine inoculation at the Bloomsbury Dispensary (opened in 1801) at 62 Great Russell Street.
New dispensaries continued to appear well into the 19th centurysome with specialized interest in diseases of the eye, ear, skin, lungs, children's diseases and for electrical treatment, and some grew from out-patient dispensary service to full hospital status. Some of the most distinguished members of the medical profession gave their services to these dispensaries. Dr George Birkbeck, who also founded the London College which bears his name, served with Hulme and Lettsom on the General Dispensary, Aldersgate Street. Robert Willan, who first classified skin diseases and wrote on diseases of London, was physician to the Public Dispensary, Carey Street, for many years. He was succeeded there as physician by Thomas Bateman, also an eminent dermatologist. They were both physicians to the London Fever Hospital (1802) in Gray's Inn Road. Dr John Hunter was a censor of the College of Physicians and a Fellow of the Royal Society. He was physician extraordinary to the Prince of Wales and served as third physician to Westminster General Dispensary from January 1779 until called to be physician to the Army in Jamaica in 1781. Both John Yelloly and John Cooke were physicians to the City General Dispensary and also to the London Hospital.
Samuel Foart Simmons was physician to the Westminster General Dispensary. He was a Fellow of the Royal Society and the editor and originator of the Medical Directory. He edited the London Medical Journal and was first physician to St Luke's Hospital, being called in consultation in the illness of George III. James Lord, physician extraordinary to Queen Charlotte, was physician to Westminster Lyingin Hospital and to the Westminster General Dispensary.
The early minute books of the Westminster General Dispensary provide a valuable commentary on events of the time. On 6 June 1774 nineteen men met at the Adelphi Tavern, off Adam Street in the Strand, and resolved 'that a General Dispensary for the assistance of the poor at their own habitation be immediately established in Westminster. Resolved, that it be called the Westminster General Dispensary; its immediate object being the relief of indigent persons living in the City and liberties of Westminster, the Parish of Marylebone and places adjacent; who are not entitled to the benefit of that instituted in the City of London' (i.e. the Aldersgate Street Dispensary). ' The Governors of this charity would think their plan by no means complete if it did not comprise lying-in Women, to whom this method of relief is so much better adapted than hospitals.' 'Eminent and experienced physicians will be appointed to attend the patients in their own houses.'
'A house will be taken for a Dispensary where the Apothecary who is to dispense the medicines dire.ted by the physicians and to receive letters ofrecommen'ation from the Governors, shall constantly reside.' 'A physician will attend at the Dispensary every day from 1 o'clock to three, to give advice to s :ch patients as are able to go there.' Subscriptions were invited by advertisement in Lloyds' Evening Post and British Chronicle London, September 19-21 (1774) .
Mr Robert Bland was appointed man-midwife and Dr John Millar first physician. Dr Millar was the first President of the Medical Society of London at its foundation in 1773. Mr Edward Ford was appointed surgeon, and Mr John Marshall apothecary. Mr James Ford of Albemarle Street was physician man-midwife. A 'cupper', who was also messenger, was appointed later.
It was resolved that the committee of management should consist of a president, vice-president, treasurer, physician, men-midwives, surgeons and 15 other governors. The boundary limits for drawing patients were to be Temple Bar, Holborn Bars, the City New Road from Gray's Inn Lane, westward to Tyburn turnpike, Hyde Park Corner, Tothill Fields and Westminster Bridge. The governors rented 9 Gerrard Street, Soho, where the dispensary was opened on August 22, 1774. These premises had earlier been the Turks' Head Tavern, and housed the Literary Club founded in 1764 by Sir Joshua Reynolds with Dr Samuel Johnson, Boswell, David Garrick and Oliver Goldsmith as regular members. A painting by Eyre Crowe depicting Boswell's introduction to Johnson in a room at the Literary Club shows the wall and ceiling panelling in the same pattern as they are in 9 Gerrard Street at the present time. The Linnean Society of London, founded in 1788, used these premises as its headquarters from 1805 to 1821. Dr Lettsom's name appears on the list of governors attending a meeting of the Westminster General Dispensary during June 1775.
The dispensary was managed by 'Governors', who were the regular subscribers. Patients attended only if they could produce an introductory 'letter' given by a governor. Money difficulties were frequent and regular invitation subscription dinners were held to augment funds. Sermons preached by prominent ecclesiastics were also an episodic source of revenue.
In 1783 a salary of £50 a year was agreed to be paid to each physician, physician-manmidwife and to the surgeon; this salary was raised to £100 per annum from 1786. In March 1792 the balance in hand of dispensary funds stood at £175.
When a medical member of the staff of the dispensary resigned or retired, the governors presented him with a 'Governor's Staff' as a mark of appreciation. Such staves were also presented to those ecclesiastics whose sermons had raised valuable subscriptions.
In 1777, Dr John Millar published his 'Observations on the Practice in the Medical Department of the Westminster General Dispensary'. In this he shows that in the first two years of the dispensary's operation it dealt with 2,553 patients among whom 515 suffered from 'consumption', 404 from 'remitting fever', 224 from'stomachcomplaints', 189 from'rheumatism', 149 from 'epidemic catarrh or cold' and 112 from 'venereal disease'.
The minutes of the management committee's meeting for November 13, 1788 records the Secretary's report that 'Edward Howe the Messenger of this charity was on the first instant committed to Tothill Fields Bridewell, on suspicion of fraudulently obtaining a corpse from Mr Bradford an Apothecary of Grafton Street Litchfield Street and stripping it and selling it to Mr Hunter of Leicester Square'. The Committee resolved 'That the place of messenger be declared vacant and that the election of a messenger in the room of Edward Howe be by ballot at the next Quarterly General Meeting'. From the Old Bailey Sessions records (Middlesex side Vol., 19 Book 8) we learn that the corpse was that of a patient of the dispensary who died while in the apothecary's shop. His body was stripped of its clothing and taken by Howe, the dispensary messenger, 'to Dr Hunter in Castle Street, Leicester Fields'. The charg against Howe was of stealing the man's clothing; disposing of the corpse to a famous anatomy school of the day was apparently ignored. Howe was tried by jury, found 'not guilty' and acquitted.
The dispensary recruited midwives to deliver women in their own homes. The minute book for 1777 records that 'there was due to Mrs Beuguet for laying 76 women from 31 August 1776 to 30 September 1777 at 2 shillings each, £7 12s Od and to Mrs Phipps for the same time for laying 155 women at 2 shillings each, £15 lOs Od. Ordered: that Mrs Beuguet and Mrs Phipps be paid their respective Bills and that the approbation of this meeting be given them for their conduct as Midwives to this Charity'.
A study of the Dispensary movement in the eighteenth century provides intriguing and surprising revelations. What were the impulses and the motives that propelled the philanthropists who started them and kept them going? Here is a diamond glint in the history of human charity. It brought immediate good results and provided a permanent feature in the history of the social practice of medicine.
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